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As soon as the young woman sat down in my office, she began sobbing profusely.  “I don’t know what to do,” she said, sniffing, coughing, trying to compose herself, “I have prayed exactly as Jesus instructed and nothing has changed.  My faith is coming apart.”  
Actually, as the conversation continued, I discovered that what was coming apart was the woman’s marriage, a situation over which she had little to no control but in which she had great fear and grief.  Her faith was being seriously challenged because of her view of God and her misunderstanding of the nature of communion with God in this tough situation.  The daughter of a family in the church I served in another city, this woman had used all of the right words in her prayers, even when she did not feel like using words at all—pleading with God for wisdom, patience, guidance, and a positive breakthrough in a relational stalemate and promising her commitment.  “God promised,” she said emphatically, looking at me with intensity and demand, “God promised that if we would pray correctly and persistently, God would hear our prayers and answer them.  Why isn’t God keeping that promise?” Then, after a lengthy pause, the young, tears-soaked woman added the question, “What is it that I am doing wrong?”  
Like scores of people, this young lady viewed God as a cosmic trader—a bargaining God with a bent toward legalism.  God has told us what to do and how to do it she reasoned.  If we do just as God says, then religion works—prayers are answered, difficulties are avoided, and problems are solved.  If things go wrong, it must be our fault, my fault.  How many of us have entertained those very thoughts and the frustration or even disappointment—whether with God or with ourselves—that accompany our assumption that we are not good enough to merit God’s attention and assistance!
Let’s get something straight right up front in the sermon for this morning; the credibility of God and of Christianity does not rest on our shoulders any more than does the activity of God in our lives depend upon the expertise with which we carry out religious rituals or articulate religious beliefs.  A religion that depends upon us for its strength is way too weak to help us.  Likely, it is an impostor religion oriented to a human-constructed vision of an inept limping god.   
In my sermon three weeks ago, we began an examination of different views of God.  Through narratives about the conflicted relationship between Jacob and Esau we confronted an image of God projected by individuals who understood God as merely a bigger and more powerful image of themselves, warts and all, not a very appealing god, I might add.  Then, last Sunday, we caught a glimpse of God in Jacob’s dream that reminded us that God’s ways are not our ways, God’s thoughts are not our thoughts.  We looked briefly at profound insights into the love and mercy of the God who would say to the least-likely recipient of such promise—“I will always be with you.  I will bring you home.  I will stay with you until you can realize my promise for you.”  Now, today, by means of a stunning passage likely penned by the apostle Paul, we discover the full-blown reality of the God who cares for us beyond measure, unconstrained by what we have said and done or by what we do or do not deserve.
Personally, I find the words that appear in verses 26 and 27 of Romans 8 to be among the most comforting, liberating words in the Bible.  Paul said that God helps us in our weakness.  Even when we do not know how to pray or when we are too profoundly hurt, grieved or disturbed to pray, God understands our deep breaths, our sighs, our groans and that is prayer enough.  Please do not miss the truth that is at stake here.
The promise of Christianity is that God’s love toward us is not dependent upon the strength of our lives, the perfection of our rituals, the astuteness of our beliefs, or the beauty of our prayers.  We do not carry God; God carries us!  We need not worry about the preciseness of creeds, the stylization of prayers, the perfection of rituals, or the articulation of confessions as pre-requisites to God’s compassion and grace.  We do not have to prove ourselves acceptable to God, worthy of God’s attention, for God to reach out to us with help.  The gift of God’s grace is operative whether or not we can explain it, repeat a memory verse about it, or even find the right words with which to express it in a manner understandable to others.  It is precisely when we are at our worst, when we are weakest, when we are most in need, that we discover God’s unconditional love, boundless strength, and unrestricted mercy.  
None of us is up to shouldering the weight of Christianity.  Were the reality of God’s faithfulness dependent upon our perfection, we might as well forget religion.  However, the good news of Christianity is that God carries us; we do not have to carry God!
Look, prayer is not a quid pro quo arrangement with God—if we pray in a perfect format, always articulate praise and adoration as well as penance and confession, and without fail end the prayer with a specific religious formula—“in Jesus’ name,”—God will hear us and respond.  No.  The efficacy of prayer is not dependent upon our efficiency in praying.  A deep breath will do as will a long sigh—God understands.
But, of course, the issue is bigger than prayer alone.  No facet of our relationship with God involves our self-sufficiency, our worthiness, our goodness, our spirituality.  According to the gospels, the only prerequisite for experiencing God’s love is being imperfect, in need, in trouble, disturbed, distraught, guilty, hurting, lonely, sad, rejected, betrayed, despised, ready to give up. Those are the conditions of the people to whom the gospel is offered. 
The God whom we see revealed through the life of Jesus destroys all barriers to a meaningful divine-human relationship.  Nowhere has that truth ever been any clearer than in a scandalous moment, when with the last bit of breath within him, Jesus spoke words of forgiveness to his murderers.  There is the nature of God starkly revealed in a manner that turned traditional religion on its head and assured, assures, all people of a loving relationship with God regardless of the content of their past or present.
Conversations about forgiveness always intrigue me.  I had one on the plane around midnight this past Friday.  Almost always discussions of forgiveness turn on qualifying questions like, “Did he really confess? Was he weeping as he spoke? Did she sound sincere in her penitence?  Do you think they actually meant it when they said they would do better?”  None of those questions ever even come into play for God.  From the perspective of God and from the perspective God commends to us, the prerequisite to forgiveness is not remorse, sincerity, or pleading, proving one’s worthiness and improvement sufficient to merit a second chance.  There is no official wording of a request for forgiveness that can be mechanically mouthed to assure forgiveness.  The only prerequisite to forgiveness is the need to be forgiven.  Repeatedly, Jesus refused to allow people even to begin a statement of repentance before granting them forgiveness.  How irreligious it would be—frankly, how unchristian, how un-Godlike—if the reality of forgiveness were dependent upon our ability to prove that we deserve it or we are ready for it!  
Now, be careful—very careful—with the next verse in this passage—verse 28.  It is one of the most-often quoted and often most-misunderstood passages in the Bible.  According to a popular translation of the scriptures, Paul wrote: “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to God’s purpose.”  Excuse me, friends, but we don’t know that; in fact, we don’t think that is the case.  A blanket assumption that every situation in the life of a believer represents God working for good leads to gross distortions of the nature of our lives and of the nature of God.  God does not take a child from a family to bring that family closer together.  God does not bring about the death of a loved one because God needs that loved one in heaven more than we need that person on earth.  God is not the perpetrator of tragedies, illnesses, scandals, hurricanes, and conflicts that through some convoluted process may bring about a modicum of good for some people.  God does not hurt one person to help another person.  With apologies to Paul, I must argue that all things do not work together for good for anybody, not even for those who love God.  
But the difficulty of getting to the truth in this passage well may reside in the priority given to a faulty translation of the passage.  A far better rendering of this Greek text reads: “In all things God works for good.” That is the conclusion of one who has experienced the fullness of God’s self-revelation.
            There is no promise here that God always makes things work out just right for us.  For too many of us, things have gone wrong for no apparent reason.  So, what do we do?  All too often, our reasoning takes off down the same path that was followed by the young woman in my office: “God always makes things right for people who love God and serve God.  Things are not right in my life.  So, I must be the reason for the problems.  If I were living as I should, God would not allow what is going on in my life.”  Do you hear?  Do you see?  Such flawed reasoning brings us back to the disparate conclusion that religion depends upon us, that God’s grace is there only for those who really don’t need grace, that our goodness is a prerequisite for our experiencing God’s goodness.  No!  No!  No!  A thousand times “No!”         
God works for good in all things—that is the promise—not all things work for good.  There is no situation in our lives in which God will not be with us.  God’s best work is done in the mangled messes of our mistakes and sins, amid the profound regrets and gnawing sorrows of our days.    
            We simply must quit creating God in our images and allow God to be God.  In that release, in that trust, we find a freedom and confidence related to faith and behavior that never can be recognized as long as we make the successes or failures of God dependent upon our strengths or weaknesses.
            I fully understand that, for some people, this is a new way of looking at Christianity.  What is it like to live with this view?  How are we to understand our relationship with God?  An attempt at answering those questions resides in the parables of Jesus—the other lectionary texts for today—no one of which can be pressed too literally but every one of which can throw a great deal of light on the nature of our relationship with God.  
Take the parables of the mustard seed and leaven in today’s gospel readings, for example.  Jesus was telling all who would hear that the seed is in the ground and the leaven is in the dough without us planting the seed or kneading the dough.  Each act represents God’s pre-emptive grace, the fore-thought, the pro-active aggressiveness of God’s remarkable love.  Just as no one would naturally believe that a tiny mustard seed could birth a large tree with many branches, no one may easily believe that God has made provisions to carry us in life whether or not we even acknowledge the goodness of God. 
Look at Jesus’ comments about leaven and the relationship between people and God. Regardless of what we say or do in our lives, the leaven in this parable has been in the lump of dough since creation.  That reality raises the promise of good bread; good bread, a good life, is a possibility regardless of the size or the number of times we try to mess up our nurture.  
Frankly, neither the fact of belief nor the correctness of our belief is required for God’s goodness to move toward fruition.  That would turn belief or faith into yet another work that we must do to encourage God to be God.  But, the compassionate nature of God is not altered by the developments in our lives.  God needs no encouragement to bless us; God longs to bless us.  Ultimately, we will believe, we will have faith, not because we need to in order for God to love us but because, having seen and experienced the love of God at work in us, we have to believe. 
            The parables of Jesus go on and on with these themes.  In every one of them grace abounds.  Akin to stumbling upon a treasure hidden in a field, sooner or later we find the goodness of God, not because we deserved it but because God placed it there for us to discover.  God offers us that which we have sought for all our lives, not because we worked for it but because God wanted us to have it.
            Do you hear?  God is for us.  Now, look at Paul’s magnificent conclusion.  “If God is for us, who is against us?” the apostle asked.  The purpose of that rhetorical inquiry is not to prompt us to name our enemies but to cause us to conclude that with God for us, it really does not matter who is against us.  
            Personally, I find the promise with which the apostle from Tarsus concluded this passage in Romans to be the single greatest hope in our lives.  There is no promise here that all will be easy, that all people will like us, that we will move 


from success to success, that our behavior will always be exemplary, that our beliefs will model perfection, that we never will stumble or fall, become ill or know pain.  Here is a promise, though, that we never will have to endure anything alone.  We are loved with an incredible love without which we do not have to take a single breath.  The relentless nature of this love assures us of comfort in the presence of sorrow and of courage in the face of challenges large and small.
            Friends, please be done with the idea that we are responsible for carrying God, strengthening God, and sustaining God in order that God may be a resource in our lives.  The God who can understand our sigh as a prayer, the God who works in the worst situations of our lives to bring some good from them, is the God who loves us beyond measure and without end.  Nothing that we do can change that.  Nowhere that we go can place us beyond the reach of that love.
            From the fullness of God’s self-disclosure in scripture, in Jesus, and in history, we can say what Paul said and build a life on the foundation of that declaration.  Here are the words:
            “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”









Three things we pray:
To see you more clearly,
To love you more dearly, and
To follow you more nearly,
Day by day.
That is what we pray.  Amen.
 
 


